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As I stand before you on this holiest evening of Kol Nidre, there is an 

image in my mind that I cannot shake.  It is an image from a wedding -- a 
particular wedding – it was the wedding of a rabbinical school classmate of 
mine, that I went to when I was in my 20’s.  I can still see it in my mind’s eye 
today.  I grew up in a Reform temple, when Reform Judaism meant you 
explicitly did not wear yarmulkes and Hebrew was scarce and the organ was 
prominent.  Rabbinical School widened my horizons and this friend’s wedding 
was the first wedding in my life where the groom had chosen to be wed in the 
traditional garb that Jewish men wear under the Chuppah.  I can see the 
groom walking down the aisle, wearing what looked to me then like a butcher's 
robe.  It struck me as odd that a Reform Jew would choose to cover up such a 
perfectly beautiful new suit, in order to be married in a kitel. 

 
But more than the image of that young man coming proudly down the 

aisle, what gripped me most was the image of his mother, watching her son 
from the front of the sanctuary.  The groom’s mother was not happy.  She held 
her arms in front of her face as though the sight gave her physical pain.  If the 
symbol of the kitel is supposed to have power, it was working that day.   

As mother gazed upon son, she saw in that kitel all that is meant to be 
seen, for the kitel is the garment that is supposed to be worn not only under 
the chuppah, but then again as a shroud in which one is buried. 

 
The sharp juxtaposition of life and death seemed harsh to me, a cruel 

trick to play on a loving mother on her son's wedding day, and I struggled 
mightily to discern the meaning of the Jewish command to dress up in the 
clothes of death at just the moment when we are celebrating life.   

 
That graphic glimpse at her own son's mortality, on the eve of his 

happily married life, was more than a mother could bear.  And yet we, too, are 
commanded to take that glimpse, for there is one other time that the kitel is 
traditionally worn:  once under the chuppah, once into the grave, and once - 
each and every year - at Yom Kippur.  And so we put on our kitels tonight, 
symbolically, if not literally, and enshroud ourselves in the contemplation of 
death.  

 
Yom Kippur is ultimately a day focused on life:  "Inscribe us in the Book 

of Life," we implore, "O God, who delights in life."  And yet our contemplation 
of death on this day is not limited to the Yizkor Service alone.  If we look 
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carefully at the liturgy and rituals of Yom Kippur, the entire twenty-four hour 
period is a dramatic enactment of a death.   

  
Reminders of death are all over our High Holy Days.  A little math:  if 

you subtract the traditional two days of Rosh Hashanah and the concluding 
day of Yom Kippur from the 10 days of repentance, we are left with seven days 
in between -- seven days that are likened to the seven days of shiva.  When 
we fast on Yom Kippur, we abstain for a moment from those routine physical 
activities of eating and drinking that keep us alive.  The only time we recite the 
Vidui, the traditional prayer of confession, is at Yom Kippur, and at the time of 
our death.  The Neilah Service tomorrow will end with the climactic recitation of 
the Sh'ma, just as at the conclusion of our lives, the Sh'ma is to be the last 
utterance on our lips.   

 
Why?  Why on this holiest day of the year, when we focus our selves on 

the improvement of the self -- when we look forward to bettering our selves in 
order to improve the quality of our lives -- why is it that every place we turn has 
reminders of our own mortality -- reminders that we, too, like the loved ones for 
whom we mourn -- will, ultimately, die.   

 It is a frightening thought.  Seldom do we actually think deeply about the 
fact that we will, one day, die.  We are so rooted in life, so present in this world 
about us, it is hard to imagine that it will come to an end, and harder yet to 
imagine what that end will be like.  Some have come closer to penetrating that 
unknown, through the death of loved ones, or through one’s own illness or 
simply by aging, and - one hopes - through the process of Yom Kippur.  For 
Yom Kippur is about confronting our own mortality, about staring into the abyss 
of death, because ironically, it is only when we can accept our own death, that 
we can live our lives most fully.      

Death is a lonely moment.  We who are social creatures are reminded in 
the contemplation of death that though we may be social beings, we are 
ultimately alone.  On Yom Kippur, we speak not of a gathering of a community, 
but rather of a collection of individuals.  The prayers we pray tonight are private 
prayers.  Surely, we are all here together, but who can guess what pains and 
aches are carried into this place tonight.  The New Year is a time for rejoicing, 
but it is also a time of loneliness.  We greet each other, first on Rosh 
Hashanah, with "L’Shana Tova Tikateivu,"  "May you be written for a good 
year."  And then, on Yom Kippur, the greeting intensifies:  "G'mar Chatima 
Tova," we say, "May you be sealed for a good year."  And we smile and kiss 
each other and even embrace.  But behind the greeting, there is a deeper 
feeling of uncertainty.  "Will it be a good year?"  "What will life have in store for 
me?"   

  
Who can be sure?  Who does not know the weight of a deep sorrow?  

Who has not felt the hole in the heart that anguish brings?  Who has been 
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untouched by death?  So we sit, each of us, solitary, on the eve of Kol Nidre, 
each with our own incommunicable thoughts.  The pain of loss is a lonely 
experience.  No one can really and truly understand another's pain.  God 
knows we try.  We say,  "I had the same thing."  We say, "I know what you 
mean."  But it isn't so.  There isn't any 'same thing.'  There isn't any 'knowing.'  
Each person's pain is ultimately private; each one's struggles and challenges 
are lonely challenges, which others can watch and feel for, but ultimately not 
share, as much as we might want to.   

 
The seven-day period of shiva is a time for communal reflection upon a 

life that has come and gone.  Rarely can the quality of a life be captured as it 
can just moments after death.  I know of people who have mourned for others 
before they actually died, mourned for people who were so ill, that it was only 
a matter of moments before death would take them away.  And yet the 
reflection upon the past was obscured by the continued presence of a life.  It 
is only after death, that the picture becomes clear.   

  
The picture is painted with a flood of emotions.  She was so dignified, 

he was so giving.  She lived with such deep faith, he was so principled.  She 
was so generous with her time, no one's problems were viewed as petty.  The 
proudest thing he could say about himself was that he was the father of his 
children.  Or, sometimes, we hear the sadness:  what a shame that she could 
never appreciate the love that her children had for her, how unfortunate that he 
could never trust those around him.  Whatever the description, it keys in 
automatically on the things that really matter in life.  No one says reverentially,  
"She made so much money." Or: “He went to a lot of meetings.” No one says 
with admiration:  "He sacrificed his own children for his career."   

On Yom Kippur, we strive for that clarity regarding our own lives.  What 
would others say about the quality of our lives?  What would we say about 
ourselves? 

 
We must make our assessments without getting caught in the nasty 

web of making comparisons.  Our joys are no less joyful because someone 
else has more.  Our pain is no less painful because someone else has more.  
Even our very years are no more or less precious because someone else has 
more of them.  How often we hear that a person was blessed with long years – 
but even those with fewer years can have lived a life of blessings. It is not the 
number of our years that attests to the quality of our lives, but how we live 
them.   

  
Life is not a matter of comparisons:  my life in terms of some one else's 

life. Nor is life a series of measurements:  the number of my years versus the 
number of somebody else's years.  The judgment of a life is not in the 
mathematics of the years nor in the sum of birthdays and anniversaries.  It is 
not saying anything important to say that one life is longer than another.  No 
life can be equated with any other.  The question is never "How long did they 
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live?' but "How did they live?"  It is not the quantity of our years, but their 
quality, that speaks to what it means to be fully human. 

  
We get up in the morning, and all we have to do is read or listen to the 

news for the quiet, peaceful equilibrium of life to be disrupted.  "Bombings. 
Shootings.  Hurricanes.  Car crashes.  Plane crashes.”  Enough, we say, and 
turn it off.  On to the next project.  After all, these are dreadful events, but not 
people we know personally. And then there are the tragedies that are very 
close:  our own community, our own friends, our own family.  Even then, we 
can feel grief and pain and still not make the connection to our own mortality.  
And if we do make the connection -- how does it affect our lives?  If you knew 
the date certain end of your life, would it change how you live?  Would you 
dare to do the things you are afraid to do?  Would you take new risks?  Would 
you change your career, would you reach out to those against whom you are 
carrying grudges?     

 
The essence of Yom Kippur is that it is an imaginative confrontation with 

one's own death.  And ultimately, because we will likely continue to live after 
the gates close at sunset tomorrow, Yom Kippur gives us the gift of a second 
chance at life -- a second chance to live a different life, to be a better person, 
to get it right this next time around.  What a monumental human fantasy!  Just 
like Tom Sawyer who was given the fanciful opportunity to attend his own 
funeral, and thereby gain a keener understanding of the precious value of his 
own life, so too Yom Kippur gives us a second chance at life.   

  
There is a wonderful story of a second chance that has to do with the 

Nobel Prize.  The Nobel Prizes are named after Alfred Nobel, the Swedish 
chemist who invented dynamite and made his fortune by licensing other 
governments to use this explosive for weapons.   

 
When Alfred Nobel's brother died, one newspaper accidentally printed 

an obituary for Alfred.  It identified him as the inventor of dynamite, and the 
man who made it possible for armies to achieve new levels of mass 
destruction.  When Alfred Nobel woke up one morning to read his own 
obituary, he was stunned to realize that his name would be forever associated 
with death and destruction.  So he took his vast fortune and established 
awards in various fields of endeavor, which serve and benefit humanity.  
Having read his own obituary in advance, Nobel had the opportunity to change 
his life.  Alfred Nobel is no longer remembered as the man who created 
dynamite; instead, we remember him as the man who created the Nobel Prize. 

 
In the face of death, everything else seems so simple.  Our anxieties, 

our fears, our pride, our worries about being good enough -- all pale in the face 
of death.  That is why we save our vidui, our confession of wrongdoing before 
God, for the time when death is at hand.  That is when our perspective on life 
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is keenest, that is when our fear of life's bruises is quelled.  That is when we 
can be most honest.   

 
We taste of that honesty on Yom Kippur.  As our prayers intensify over 

the course of the next 24 hours, we will have a chance to make our 
confessions with unrelenting honesty.  In utter privacy before God, we are yet 
supported by the physical presence of other human beings around us.   

 
And as those who breathe their last, utter our Jewish words of faith, 

"Sh'ma Yisrael," so too will we, at the close of our service tomorrow, utter 
these same words.  Words of faith at a time of death.  For faith is not 
conditional upon a contract from God that we will be permitted to live forever.  
Faith does not issue forth only at times of great blessing.  Faith is never about 
clarity and certainty.  Rather, faith is to walk with fortitude in this world which 
sometimes makes sense and which sometimes does not.  Faith is about 
gratitude for the blessings in our lives, and faith is about courage in the bad 
times.  Faith is what we do to life, and what we do with death.   

 
    When Hannah Senesh sat facing imminent death in a maximum 

security Nazi prison, she scratched out a poem on the wall of her cell:  "My 
God, My God, I pray that these things never end.  The sand and the sea, the 
rush of the waters, the crash of the heavens, the prayer of the heart."  Hannah 
Senesh didn't pray that her own life never end, but that life itself never end.  
We don't pray that our lives have no end, but that the lives that we live are 
worthy.   

 
At sunset tomorrow, we will take our kitels off.  Having reflected upon 

our lives and touched upon our deaths, our work will be done.  We will rise up 
to life, renewed. 

 
Ken yihi ratzon. 

May it be God’s will. 
-Amen- 

 


